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About the 
HRI Toolkit 
for Couples

“My relationship isn’t always easy, but it means the

world to me.”

 

“Falling in love is one thing. Staying in love and staying

happy with the person you love is another.”

 

“I want my relationship to be the best it can be, but

sometimes I struggle with how to do that.”

 

“I love my partner, but sometimes, to be honest,

he/she/that person drives me completely crazy!”
 

Romantic relationships are the source of so much

pleasure in life, and yet at times, they also can be

painful. Even the most loving and happiest couples

face difficult times in their relationships. HRI is here to

help couples build happy, healthy, and safe

relationships. Our goal is to meet couples wherever

they are and offer resources and information to help

you take the next step for strengthening your

relationship. So, whether your relationship is happy

overall, but with a few challenging areas, or if your

relationship is feeling a bit shaky right now, or even if

you’ve started feeling that you’ve lost hope for your

relationship, we’ve designed the resources in this

toolkit to help you reflect on your relationship,

connect with your partner through deeper 

 conversations, and build up the tools you have to

strengthen your relationship.
 

The contents of this toolkit were developed by HRI

Director, Christine Murray. 
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Reflection Activities

Directions: To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements? Write Strongly Agree (SA), Agree

(A), Disagree (D), or Strongly Disagree (SD) next to each statement below. If you’d like, ask your partner to do the

same, and then compare your answers to your partner’s answers. Take time to consider how your views on each

statement impact how you think and act within your current relationship.

1. I believe it’s important for one partner to take the
lead in making decisions about our relationships. ___
2. I would feel comfortable going to counseling if my
partner and I couldn’t resolve an issue on our own. ___
3.  I think it’s important for both partners to take equal
responsibility for managing household tasks (e.g.,
cooking, cleaning, and laundry) for couples who live
together. ___
4. I can’t think of any reasons that I would be willing to
end my relationship. ____
5. I think partners should maintain their finances
separately if they are married.  ___
6. I believe a relationship cannot be successful without
passion and romance. ___

Reflection Activity #1: Your Views About Relationships

Self-awareness is often overlooked as an important key to happy,

healthy, and safe relationships. However, building effective

relationship skills isn’t just about learning how to interact with other

people. It’s also important learning to manage your own emotions,

reactions, and behaviors. In fact, you are the only person whose

emotions, reactions, and behaviors you can control in a relationship.

So, it’s important to learn as much as you can about yourself so you

can do your own personal best to enhance your relationship. The

Reflection Activities in this section of the HRI Toolkit for Couples are

designed to help you intentionally think through your views and

attitudes that impact your relationship with your partner.

@ H E A L T H Y  R E L A T I O N S H I P S  I N I T I A T I V E

Section 1: Reflect

7. I think most married people are happy with their
relationships. ___
8. My parents’ relationship provided a
good model of a successful relationship. ___
9. I believe that partners should spend most of their
leisure time together. ___
10. I think that happy couples communicate openly with
one another about everything. ___
11. I think that relationships are supposed to be fun. ___
12. Couples that fight a lot should not stay together. ___
13. In a relationship, it is important never to go to bed
angry.  ___
14. I believe I have the skills needed to build a healthy
relationship. ___
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PARTNER A

What would you like to be happening in your

relationship ten years from now?

 

 

 

What are your personal goals for your relationship?

 

 

 

How can your partner best support you in reaching

your goals for your relationship?

 

 

 

What would be your ideal balance between your

relationship and other aspects of life (e.g., career,

extended family, recreation, and friends)?

 

 

 

What are 3-5 words that you would like be able to

use to describe your relationship with your

partner?

PARTNER B

What would you like to be happening in your

relationship ten years from now?

 

 

 

What are your personal goals for your relationship?

 

 

 

How can your partner best support you in reaching

your goals for your relationship?

 

 

 

What would be your ideal balance between your

relationship and other aspects of life (e.g., career,

extended family, recreation, and friends)?

 

 

 

What are 3-5 words that you would like be able to

use to describe your relationship with your

partner?

On the next page, use your answers to the above questions as a guide to create three specific goals for your
relationship in the future. Create these goals together, and make sure that you both agree on them. Create
your goals so that they are specific and behavioral, meaning that they identify specific behaviors that you

can work toward in your relationship.
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Reflection Activity #2: 
Create a Shared Vision and Goals for Your Relationship

D i r e c t i o n s :  F o r  t h e  f i r s t  s e t  o f  q u e s t i o n s ,  a n s w e r  e a c h  q u e s t i o n  i n d i v i d u a l l y ,  a n d
t h e n  d i s c u s s  e a c h  o f  y o u r  r e s p o n s e s  w i t h  y o u r  p a r t n e r .
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GOAL #1:

Next, create a Vision Statement for your relationship. Be
clear about this vision. This vision may take years to
accomplish and may change, but you can begin now to make
this vision a reality.
 

Example: “In our relationship, we will both be committed to
the optimal well-being of ourselves and each other. We will
support each other as best we can, by providing an ear for
listening, a hand for holding, or encouraging words to lift a
dampened spirit.  Our relationship vision includes fun,
laughter, love, and friendship. We will stand by one another
in difficult times, and we commit to open communication
and honesty in all things.” 
 

The example above describes characteristics and specific
behaviors. This statement provides a clear image of the
relationship that this couple wishes to have. Now, in the
space to the right, it’s time to create your own Vision
Statement for your own relationship!

OUR RELATIONSHIP 
VISION STATEMENT

@ H E A L T H Y R E L A T I O N S H I P S I N I T I A T I V E

Reflection Activity #2, continued

GOAL #3:

GOAL #2:

Example of a relationship goal: “We will have a happy, loving relationship.” (Note: This goal is not specific enough.
What does it mean to be happy? What does it mean to have a loving relationship?)

 
Better examples: “We will go on at least one date together each week.” 

And, “We will say, ‘I love you,’ at least once a day, even when we are fighting.”
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Directions: Every person’s definition of happy, healthy, and safe relationships is unique.
These three terms--happy, healthy, and safe--represent different aspects of the quality of
couple relationships. As is shown in the diagram below, safety is the foundation of healthy
relationships, and happy relationships are built on healthy patterns in relationships. Take
some time to reflect on how you would define each of these terms as they relate to couple
relationships. Write some words that describe each level of relationship quality in the
diagram below.

Every person’s definition of happy, healthy, and safe relationships is unique.

@ H E A L T H Y R E L A T I O N S H I P S I N I T I A T I V E

Reflection Activity #3: 
What does a happy, healthy, safe relationship mean to you?
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Directions: Together with your partner, write the lessons you each learned about
relationships from the following sources. Consider how each of these sources portrays
couple relationships. At this point, do not make any judgments about the usefulness of these
messages. Simply consider what you learned about relationships from each source. Discuss
your responses with your partner. Example: A message you may have received from the
movies is: “Relationships should be between soul mates. When people are meant to be
together, nothing should keep them apart.”

The beliefs you hold about relationships are influenced by messages 
you receive from the world around you.

@ H E A L T H Y R E L A T I O N S H I P S I N I T I A T I V E

Reflection Activity #4: Relationship Messages

After completing this exercise, consider which sources of information were most influential
on your personal attitudes toward relationships. Notice similarities and differences in the
messages that you and your partner received. Discuss how the different influences on your
beliefs impacts your relationship.

DID you and your partner receive similar
messages about relationships?

7



Directions: In the columns at
right, each partner should circle
the words that reflect how you
feel and/or act during conflict.
Compare your responses with
your partner’s responses to
determine the similarities and
differences between your
conflict management styles.
Once you circle all the words
describing your conflict style,
put a star next to any of the
words that you’d like to change. 
 
*Note: Violence and abuse of
any kind (including physical,
verbal, emotional, and
psychological) are never part of
a happy, healthy, and safe
relationship. If any of the
conflict management styles that
you or your partner checked
above suggest that there is any
form of violence in your
relationship, please visit our Tip
Sheet on Intimate Partner
Violence later in this Toolkit for
Couples and/or contact your
local domestic violence agency.

Conflict is a natural part of any romantic relationship. How couples manage conflict
plays a large part in the overall health of their relationship.

@ H E A L T H Y R E L A T I O N S H I P S I N I T I A T I V E

Reflection Activity #5: Understanding Your Conflict Management Style

PARTNER A
 

Peaceful
Loud

Volatile
Respectful

Calm
Angry

Violence
Avoidant

Aggressive
Quiet

Regretful
Hurtful

Nonchalant
Attentive

Embarrassing
Nervous

Sad
Patient
Scared

Frustrated
Lonely
Critical

Withdrawing
Logical

PARTNER B
 

Peaceful
Loud

Volatile
Respectful

Calm
Angry

Violence
Avoidant

Aggressive
Quiet

Regretful
Hurtful

Nonchalant
Attentive

Embarrassing
Nervous

Sad
Patient
Scared

Frustrated
Lonely
Critical

Withdrawing
Logical
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Directions: Each of the circles surrounding your relationship in the diagram below
represents the support you receive from various components of your social network.
Together with your partner, write the names of people, groups, or organizations that
currently provide you support for your relationship in the most appropriate circle,
depending on the level of support they provide. Examples of sources of support include
parents, siblings, extended family members, friends, coworkers, professional contacts,
religious or spiritual organizations, community organizations, neighbors,
acquaintances, and classmates.

Who in your life offers support to your relationship?

@ H E A L T H Y R E L A T I O N S H I P S I N I T I A T I V E

Reflection Activity #6: Social Circles

Your
Relationship

Strongest 
Support

Moderate
Support

Weak/Inconsistent
Support
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Conversation Starters

1.   Set aside time so that your conversation won’t feel rushed. If you only get through one topic at a
time, that's okay! Your goal is to learn more about each other, not check off a list of questions as
quickly as you can.  
2.   Try to have your conversations in places that are comfortable for both of you. Some people feel
more comfortable in a more private place, while others feel comfortable talking in a public place, such
as a coffee shop. The more you both feel comfortable, the easier it will be to focus on the conversation
and each other.
3.   Commit to really listening to your partner. Once they’ve shared, reflect back to them, such as by
saying, “What I just heard you say is ______.” If you didn’t catch everything the first time, ask them for
clarification. 
4.    Be open to disagreements. Two people don't need to agree 100% about everything in order to
have a healthy relationship. In fact, differences help keep relationships interesting! 
5.   Use your conversation as an opportunity for self-reflection, as well as for learning about your
partner. Some conversations may address topics that you’ve never thought much about before, so
don’t be surprised if your views on the subject change while you’re talking about them!
6.   If you find it difficult to engage in a positive dialogue with your partner, and especially if this
is a pattern over time, it may be a sign that you could benefit from counseling. To learn more about
seeking a counseling, please see the Tip Sheet on Finding a Couples Counselor later in this Toolkit.
7.   Finally, enter into deeper conversations with your partner with a commitment to kindness and
respect. You both deserve to feel heard and understood. If you engage in these conversations with
kindness and respect, you’ll see how they can propel your relationship to a deeper, more meaningful
connection to one another!

When you’re looking to deepen your conversations with your

partner, it can be difficult to know where to start. For that

reason, this HRI Toolkit for Couples includes an extensive

list of Conversation Starters to begin meaningful

conversations with your partner. There are many ways to

use these Conversation Starters, such as by spending a long

period of discussing many of them, or simply addressing one

at a time at a pace that works for you. Before you begin

using them, consider the following suggestions:

@ H E A L T H Y  R E L A T I O N S H I P S  I N I T I A T I V E

Section 2: Connect
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1.  What does commitment mean to you?

2.  Are there any situations in which you would be

unable to remain committed to our relationship?

3.  What do you think might be the biggest

challenges to your commitment to our

relationship in the years to come?

4.  What did you learn about commitment in

relationships growing up in your family?

5.  What will you do to keep your commitment to

our relationship strong, even during difficult

times?

COMMITMENT

@ H E A L T H Y  R E L A T I O N S H I P S  I N I T I A T I V E  

1.   What are some of the biggest demands on our 

time that influence how much time we have for

our relationship?

2.    What is your favorite thing to do when you

spend time with me?

3.    What can we do during busy times to ensure

that we have time for our relationship?

4.    How compatible are my and your approaches

to managing time?

5.    How well do you manage your time in

general? How do your time management habits

influence our relationship?

MAKING TIME FOR OUR
RELATIONSHIP

1.     When you think about the arguments we’ve

had with each other in the past, how well do you

think we came together to find a solution?

2.     What could we do to resolve conflicts more

smoothly in our relationship?

3.     What were your parents’ conflicts like?

4.     Do you prefer to resolve conflicts  right away,

or do you prefer to cool down first? Why?

5.     What could we do if we were not able to

resolve a conflict on our own?

CONFLICT

1.  What do you do well when you communicate

with me?

2.  What is one thing you could do to improve the

communication in our relationship?

3.  How often do you feel that you understand

me?

4.  What are some situations in which it is difficult

to communicate effectively with me?

5.  What would you do if you felt that I was not

understanding you while you were talking with

me?

COMMUNICATION

Conversation 
Starters
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1.    What was the most significant change for you

when you went from being a single person to

being in our relationship?

2.    In what, if any, ways does being in a

relationship create stress for you?

3.    What is one thing that you think I would be

surprised to learn about you?

4.    What have been some of the biggest changes

you’ve faced in our relationship so far? How have

these changes impacted our relationship?

5.    What are some of the biggest changes that

you anticipate may happen in our relationship in

the near future? 

BEING A COUPLE

@ H E A L T H Y  R E L A T I O N S H I P S  I N I T I A T I V E  

1.      Think of a problem you and your partner

faced. How did you handle it?

2.      If you could go back to a time when you and

your partner faced a problem, what would you do

anything differently to resolve the problem?

3.      What characteristics of your relationship will

help you and your partner solve future problems?

4.      What do you think will be the most difficult

challenges you and your partner will face in the

future?

5.      What do you think are your partner’s

strengths in managing problems?

PROBLEM-SOLVING

1.      What your top values in your life?

2.      How do your values guide the decisions you

make in life?

3.      What are some of the most meaningful

similarities between your and your partner’s

values?

4.      What are some of the major differences

between your and your partner’s values?

5.      What can you and your partner do if you are

in a situation where your values conflict?

VALUES

1.      What kind of conversations did you have

about sex in your family while you were growing

up?

 2.      What do you think your parents believe

about how people should talk about sex?

 3.      What messages do you think the media

conveys about sex?

 4.      When are some times when you would feel

most comfortable talking about sex with your

partner?

 5.      What is one thing that you and your

partner could do to improve the way you talk

about sex? 

SEXUALITY & INTIMACY

Conversation 
Starters
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1.      How important would you like religion and

spirituality to be in your relationship?

2.      What could your partner do to support your

spiritual growth?

3.      What roles have spirituality and/or religion

played in your relationship so far?

4.      Where could you turn if you were seeking

spiritual and/or religious guidance?

5.      In what ways are your religious and spiritual

beliefs similar to and different from your

partner’s beliefs?

RELIGION AND SPIRITUALITY

@ H E A L T H Y  R E L A T I O N S H I P S  I N I T I A T I V E  

1.      What qualities of your family-of-origin would

you like to re-create in your relationship?

2.      What qualities of your family-of-origin would

you like to be different in your relationship?

3.      How welcomed do you feel into your

partner’s family?

4.      What problems might arise between you and

your partner’s family? What about between your

partner and your family?

5.      What do you think you would do if a conflict

arose between you or your partner and the other

partner’s family?

FAMILY HISTORY

1.      What are your personal financial goals? Be

as specific as you can.

2.      What kind of lifestyle do you desire? How

much money will that lifestyle take?

3.      What kind of spender are you (e.g.,

conservative, lavish, impulsive, frugal, etc.)?

Where did you learn these spending habits?

4.      How much of a role would you like to have in

financial decision-making in your relationship?

5.      What financial decisions should couples

always make together? What decisions can one

partner make without consulting the other?

MONEY MANAGEMENT

1.      How were household responsibilities divided

in your family-of-origin?

2.      What are your favorite and least favorite

household tasks to do?

3.      What would be the ideal arrangement for

you and your partner to divide the housework in

your home?

4.      What would you do if you felt that your

partner was not doing a fair share of the 

 household tasks?

5.      How would you like your partner to

approach you if they felt that you were not doing

a fair share of the household tasks?

MANAGING HOUSEHOLD TASKS

Conversation 
Starters
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1.      How strong is your social support network?

2.      What is one thing you could do to improve

your social network?

3.      How important is it to you to have individual

friendships while you’re in a relationship?

4.      What are some problems that could arise for

couples who become isolated?

5.      Who in your social network do you think is

most and least supportive of your relationship?

SOCIAL SUPPORT

@ H E A L T H Y  R E L A T I O N S H I P S  I N I T I A T I V E  

1.      If you were having a problem in your

relationship, who would you tell first?

2.      Are there any people that you would not

want your partner to seek help from about

relationship problems? If so, who, and why?

3.      How would you feel about going to a

relationship enrichment workshop? 

4.      How would you feel about going to see a

counselor for relationship problems?

5.      If you’re open to going to talk with a

counselor , what kind of person would you feel

most comfortable working with?

SEEKING HELP

1.      What is the most fun experience you have

shared with your partner?

2.      How does your partner add fun to your life?

3.      What would you do if your relationship lost

its excitement?

4.      What fun and leisure activities do you or

could you do with your partner?

5.      What are some leisure interests you have

that you and your partner don’t share? How does

having separate interests help your relationship?

FUN AND LEISURE

1.      What are your most important career goals?

2.      How can your partner support you in your

career?

3.      How easy or difficult is it for you to balance

work and your relationship?

4.      What do you think are the most difficult

aspects of balancing your career with your

relationship?

5.      What strategies do you already use to keep

balance in your work and relationship? What

other strategies might you try?

WORK/LIFE BALANCE

Conversation 
Starters
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Tip Sheets for Strengthening Your Relationship

Every relationship is unique, just as

every person is unique. So, what works

for one couple may not work for

another, and one of the keys to a

healthy relationship is figuring out what

works best for the two of you. In this

section of the Toolkit, we offer some

basic tips to help you build a stronger

relationship with your partner. These

Tip Sheets focus on core relationship

skills that apply to a broad range of

relationship concerns. If you find that

you need individualized help in applying

these tips to your own relationship, or if

you are experiencing problems in your

relationship that don’t seem to improve

when you apply these tips, please see

the Tip Sheet on Finding a Relationship

Counselor within this Toolkit.

@ H E A L T H Y  R E L A T I O N S H I P S  I N I T I A T I V E

Section 3: Build
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1.   Understand your and your partner’s communication styles. When you and your partner
are sensitive to each other’s communication styles, you are both more likely to get your
messages across to each other in ways you can understand.
2.   Aim for understanding. Try to understand each other’s viewpoints, and avoid jumping to
conclusions about what the other person is saying.
3.   Listen actively. Active listening involves making an effort to listen to your partner, focusing
on their message rather than planning what you will say net, and waiting patiently for your
partner to finish.
4.   Be willing to compromise. Work toward a win-win solution that involves a mutually
agreeable decision. In relationships, when one person feels like they’ve “lost,” the relationship
loses as well.
5.   Avoid hurtful language. Choose your words carefully to help ensure that you use language
that doesn’t carry any attacks on your partner.
6.   Speak assertively with “I Statements.” In using I statements, we speak about our
personal experiences, feelings, and responses. When communicating about your feelings and
reactions, clearly describe your feelings and the behaviors that are associated with your
response. 
7.   Show concern and respect for your partner’s feelings. Let your partner know that their
feelings and thoughts are important to you. You can invite them to share with you, and then be
sure to listen actively to them.
8.   Manage intense emotions appropriately. A temptation often exists to lash out at one’s
partner when the anger is really directed at someone else. Be extra cautious to avoid hurtful
words or actions when you’re upset or angry.
9.   Notice nonverbal clues. Pay attention to the messages your partner is sending to you via
their nonverbal communication. This can unlock clues to your partner’s inner experiences and
add to your understanding of each other. 
10.  Validate your partner’s feelings. Validation goes a long way in fostering a strong
connection between partners. When you send the message to your partner that, “You’re
normal for feeling that way, and I understand,” your partner feels heard and understood.

TEN TIPS FOR RELATIONSHIP-BUILDING COMMUNICATION
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1.   Examine your beliefs about your relationship. Take time to reflect upon your beliefs
about your partner and your relationship. Considering journaling, spending time alone in
contemplation, and/or talking with someone you trust. Once you have a clear understanding
of your beliefs about your partner and relationship, you will be better prepared to examine
the impact they have on your experiences in your relationship.
2.   Identify unrealistic beliefs about relationships that could cause problems over time.
Unrealistic beliefs can cause problems over time. Unrealistic expectations--such as that your
partner should be able to read your mind or that you will never have any conflict in your
relationship--can result in disappointment and frustration for both partners. It is important
for partners intimate relationships to hold realistic but positive expectations for their
relationships, with an open mind to changing those beliefs as new opportunities to arise. 
3.   Examine the evidence that either supports or refutes your beliefs. Gathering evidence
about your beliefs helps you to evaluate them objectively. For example, consider the
following belief: “Partners in a healthy relationship never have any conflict.” Examining this
belief might include talking with other couples who have positive relationships to find out
how they experience conflict, reading a book to learn about conflict management skills, and
talking with a couples counselor to learn about normal levels of conflict in healthy
relationships. 
4.   Consider alternative interpretations of your beliefs. Consider how other people,
especially those from different backgrounds, might interpret the same situations and
characteristics of your partner and relationship. Dig deeper to understand the meanings you
attribute to different topics within your beliefs.  
 
Changing your beliefs, attitudes, and expectations about relationships takes time and effort.
However, these changes are well worth the effort. Your relationship is more likely to thrive
when you and your partner adopt positive, accepting attitudes toward your partner and your
relationship.

CHALLENGING BELIEFS THAT NEGATIVELY IMPACT YOUR RELATIONSHIP
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1. Understand conflict management styles. Every person has a unique approach to managing
conflict. Understand your own and your partner’s conflict management styles, and consider
how you can address conflict in ways that feel comfortable and safe for both of you.
2. Remain calm and self-focused. By staying calm, you can monitor your reactions and notice
when you are no longer able to participate productively in the conversations.   
3. Establish ground rules for fighting.  Discuss the types of words or behaviors that are  never
okay during conflict, as well as how you’d like to act toward one another during conflict.  
4. When you disagree, focus only on the current issue. Deal with one issue at a time, and
result each issue separately. Times of conflict are not the best times to bring up the past. 
5. Avoid destructive communication patterns. Hurtful comments can’t be taken back, and
the sting they leave behind endures long after a fight is over. Monitor yourself during conflicts
to ensure that you don’t use hurtful words or actions. If you do something hurtful, acknowledge
your error, offer a sincere apology, and recommit to using healthier communication. 
6. Use positive communication skills. Perhaps the most important communication skill to use
during conflict is listening. Listen to one another during conflict, wait patiently for your turn to
speak, and aim to understand each other, even you don’t necessarily agree with your partner. 
7. Never allow physical, emotional, or verbal abuse to become part of your conflict. Your
relationship cannot provide safety or security if you feel threatened by your partner or if your
partner feels threatened by you. Take any form of violence seriously, and seek help from
professionals in your community to determine your best options for seeking safety. 
8.  Seek professional help when necessary. Qualified couples counselors and therapists are
trained to help people resolve problems in relationships and provide guidance that is specific
to your situation. It's best not to wait until your relationship is in a crisis to seek help.
9. Develop strategies to manage unsolvable issues. It’s more important to figure out healthy,
constructive ways to manage these unsolvable issues than it is to force a solution. Respect
each other, and seek alternative ways to live with your differences.
10. Try to learn and grow from every conflict. Each conflict presents an opportunity for your
relationship to grow stronger. Make every effort to learn about yourself, your partner, and your
relationship through every disagreement. After resolving a conflict, discuss the following
question with your partner: “What can we learn from this disagreement?”
 

CONFLICT MANAGEMENT FOR COUPLES
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In today’s busy society, one of the biggest challenges that many couples face is finding time for
each other. Effective time management requires you to be clear about your priorities and
devote the most time and energy to the most important areas of your life. 
 
1.  Schedule time together. Even if it feels somewhat superficial to do so, consider formally
scheduling time to be together as a couple. If you find it’s difficult to stick with the schedule,
you may need to reschedule your dates for another day or time, or brainstorm other creative
solutions to make sure you and your partner have the time together that you desire.
 2.  Maintain balance in different areas of your life. It’s healthy for partners to have individual
interests so they can enjoy experiences together and apart. From time to time, consider
whether you’re spending too much time on activities that leave you feeling unbalanced.  
3.  Learn to say, “No.” As you take more ownership over how you spend your time, you'll find
that you can't fulfill every person’s requests of you. Although it is difficult to say “no," you’ll
reap the rewards in having more time and energy to spend on the things you enjoy.
 4.  Allow for spontaneity in your schedule. Build some margin into your schedule so you can
have free time with your partner. When every moment of your day is scheduled, you become
overwhelmed by your obligations. Leave some time in your schedules for just hanging out and
enjoying each other’s company. 
 5.  Know where your time goes. Many people go through their days without paying attention
to how much time they spend on a given activity--or how that time adds up during the week.
For example, spending two hours a day watching TV or scrolling through social media adds up
to a total of 14 hours a week, which equals about a full day’s worth of waking hours! It’s
important to figure out how you actually spend your time so you can identify places where you
might find time that you could spend on the people and things that are most important to you.
 6. Practice mindfulness. It's possible to be with your partner, but to not really be with your
partner. You could be sitting next to your partner, but your mind is focused somewhere else--
such as on your smartphone or on the thoughts running through your head. Mindfulness is
paying attention to the present moment. When you have time with your partner, make the
most of it by intentionally focusing your senses and your thoughts on your partner.

MAKING TIME FOR YOUR RELATIONSHIP
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Talking about sex can be difficult, even within the context of an intimate relationship. However,
positive, open communication is an important ingredient for a mutually satisfying sexual
relationship. This Tip Sheet offers suggestions for enhancing communication about sexuality
within your relationship.
 
1. Talk about talking about sex. People can have very different levels of comfort in talking
openly about sex. One of you may be very comfortable, while the other one may be really
uncomfortable talking about anything related to sex. Spend time talking with your partner
about what topics related to sex are more or less comfortable, as well as how you can work
together to be able to discuss sensitive topics in a way that feels safe and respectful.
2. Maintain an ongoing conversation about sex. Try not to put yourself in a situation in which
the only time you talk about sex with your partner is when a problem exists. This can lead you
to feel like your sexual relationship is entirely bad. Instead, celebrate the strengths of your
sexual relationship, and keep an ongoing dialogue so that you can talk with your partner about
sex when things are going well and when they aren’t.
3. When you make requests of your partner, be clear and specific, and make one request at
a time. Find a time when you and your partner can talk with minimal distractions and when
there's plenty of time to talk without feeling rushed. Once you've made your request, ask if
your partner understands you. Try not to overwhelm them by expecting them to make too
many major changes at once, and remember it's easier to make one small change at a time. 
4. When your partner makes requests of you, listen carefully. Be open to considering your
partner’s requests. However, be honest about what you will or will not do. Neither of you
should ever be pressured to do something sexually that you do not want to do. A satisfying
sexual relationship is as much about setting limits as it is about exploring new possibilities.
5. Take time to know yourself, your partner, and your relationship. Together with your
partner, work toward defining the type of sexual relationship that you desire. Your sexual
relationship can be a fulfilling aspect of your relationship, but also an area for potential
conflict. Your relationship will be strengthened by reflecting on your own attitudes and
preferences related to sexuality, learning about your partner’s views, and co-creating a
mutually fulfilling sexual relationship.

TALKING ABOUT SEXUALITY AND INTIMACY
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Challenging circumstances are a part of life, but by working together to resolve problems that
arise, they become opportunities to grow closer together rather than further apart. This Tip
Sheet suggests a 9-step problem-solving model to use to address the unique problems that
arise in your relationship:
 
1. Identify the problem. Before you can solve a problem, you need to know what it is. Work
with your partner to find a shared understanding of the problem.
2. Examine the problem. Consider the following questions: Who is involved? What chain of
events led to the problem’s creation? How do you know it's a problem? As you answer these
questions, you can see the problem differently and find a wider range of possible solutions.
3. Consider what you’ve done to solve similar problems in the past. Before you develop new
solutions, review the solutions you attempted previously.
4. Evaluate the effectiveness of past solutions. Past successful solutions may be able to be
re-used. Solutions that were ineffective before can provide clues of strategies to avoid now.
5. Brainstorm. Develop new ideas for solutions without judging the value of those ideas at first.
Let the ideas flow: The more ideas you generate, the more likely you’ll find one that works.
6. Review your ideas and choose one to try. From your brainstormed list, cross off any ideas
that don’t seem possible or desirable. Consider the resources available to you, and determine
which ideas are realistic. Create a plan you feel confident that you can carry out.
7. Experiment with this solution. Once you decide on a solution, put it into action. Trial and
error is often the best way to discover an effective solution to a problem. Don’t be discouraged
if you don’t find the best solution on your first try. 
8. Evaluate the effectiveness of the attempted solution. After you give your solution an
adequate testing period, evaluate its effectiveness. Ask yourselves, “How well has our solution
worked?” Be honest about your progress.
9. Modify or change the solution if necessary. If your plan isn’t working, figure out what you
can do differently. Revisit the list of ideas you created during the brainstorming session, and
consider if new ideas should be added to the list. Choose a new potential solution to attempt,
and repeat steps 7, 8, and 9 until you discover the best possible solution. 

PROBLEM-SOLVING FOR COUPLES
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Fun is an important part of happy, healthy couple relationships. Of course, no relationship can
be fun all the time, but relationships are strongest when positive times outweigh the negative
ones. If your relationship could use a little more fun and excitement, consider the ideas below:
 
1. Carve out time to devote to fun. Set aside time for fun and new adventures to keep your
relationship fresh and exciting. Try meeting at the start of the week to schedule some fun time
together ever week. Every little bit helps!
2. Enjoy simple moments of pleasure in your relationship. Fun doesn’t need to come with a
hefty price tag. Often, fun moments exist right before your eyes, but you can be too busy or
preoccupied to see them. 
3. Celebrate each other. Celebrate big and small accomplishments as a couple. It’s great to
celebrate special days like anniversaries and birthdays, but you need not limit celebrations to
these events. Celebrate less monumental events, as well as share in joy when one of you
achieves some sort of success. A happy, healthy relationship is always cause for celebration!
4. Use humor--with caution. Humor can be a great stress reliever, and laughter can help to
release tension and stress. Be cautious, however, about using humor in ways that are hurtful,
offensive, or insensitive. Making fun of your partner is never funny and can be considered a
form of emotional abuse. Seek positive, shared sources of humor, such as watching a funny
movie, playing with a puppy, or playing a new game. Use humor to diffuse tension, rather than
to create anger or hostility.
5. Be creative and adventurous. Try new things together. Don’t get stuck in a rut of always
doing the same thing for fun (e.g., dinner and a movie). Try stepping out of your comfort zone
to try a new experience together, such as dancing, a cooking class, or an outdoor adventure.
6. Share fun memories from the past.  Take time to reminisce about fun experiences you’ve
had in the past or to look through old photo albums to help you remember the fun times you’ve
shared in the past.
7. Have separate and shared interests. It's healthy for partners to maintain shared and
individual interests. Continue to nurture your individual interests by taking part in activities
that you enjoy alone, and encourage your partner to do the same.

HAVING MORE FUN IN YOUR RELATIONSHIP
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The end of a relationship is often a stressful, painful process. If you are facing a recent breakup,
consider the following strategies to help you get through this difficult transition:
 
1. Take the time you need. No hard and fast rules dictate how long it should take you to move
on after a breakup. Move forward at your own pace. Don’t feel rushed by friends or family to
“get over it” or “move on.” Appreciate any small steps you can take in moving forward.
Ultimately, those small steps will become bigger and bigger movements toward your
new future.
2. Nurture your other relationships. Seek out a support system to help you through this
transition. With the end of your relationship, you may have more time available to reconnect
with friends and family. These relationships are essential to helping you maintain social
connections during a time when you may feel lonely. 
3. Learn lessons from your relationship and breakup. Seize this opportunity to learn about
yourself. Ask yourself: “What can I learn from this experience?” and “What can I do differently
now that I know what I learned from this relationship?” Try to keep a positive perspective on
the lessons you can learn. For example, instead of thinking, “I learned that I can never trust
anyone again,” work toward a more positive attitude, such as, “I learned that I should take my
time and really get to know someone before I commit to them so I can make sure that they’re
trustworthy.”
4. Seek counseling. A counselor can help you examine past relationships and explore future
opportunities. The end of a relationship often means moving away from one set of future plans
with your former partner, and a counselor can assist you in making sense of the past and in
moving forward. 
5. Build new dreams for your future. Eventually, you’ll be ready to move forward with your
life. Your personal dreams may be different from the dreams you shared with your partner, and
you now have the chance to create a vision for your life on your own terms. Take advantage of
new opportunities, and follow your dreams for a fulfilling next phase in your life.

THRIVING AFTER A BREAKUP
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Counseling can help couples build on current strengths, resolve conflicts , identify solutions to
problems, and manage life transitions, such as becoming parents or “empty nesters.” To help
decide on a counselor, ask the following questions of the professionals you are considering:
 
1. What training and experience do you have related to counseling couples? The counselor
should have specific training in theories and approaches for working with couples, since this is
a unique specialty area in the counseling profession.
2. What is your approach to couples counseling? There are several different approaches to
couples counseling. Your counselor should be able to explain his or her theoretical approach to
you in a language you can understand, without using complex, abstract theoretical terms. 
3. How many sessions will there be? Your counselor may have a time frame in which they like
to work with couples. However, your needs and schedule may necessitate a shorter or longer
program. Once your counselor has a general sense of your goals for counseling, they should be
able to offer a general time-line so you’ll understand what time commitment will be involved.
4. What is the cost? Costs of counseling for couples can vary widely, and unfortunately, many
health insurance companies don't cover this service unless one partner has a diagnosable
mental health disorder. If you can’t afford a particular counselor’s services, ask if they can
provide you with referrals to more affordable services in the community.
5. Do you have experience working with couples facing our unique situation? Couples
facing certain issues--such as infertility, infidelity, or substance abuse--can benefit from
working with a specially-trained professional.
6. Would you provide couples counseling to a couple in which abuse was occurring?
Couples counseling is not appropriate and may not be safe when abuse is present. There are
specific intervention programs for people who are abusive in relationships, and the safest
option for victims is individual, supportive counseling. 
 
In addition to these questions , consider how well both of you “click” with the counselor. It’s
important to work with someone with whom you both feel comfortable. The more positive you
both feel about the counselor, the safer you’ll feel in exploring challenging issues in your
relationship. 

FINDING A COUPLES COUNSELOR
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Constantly monitors where you are, what you are doing, and who you are with
Keeps you from spending time with your friends and family members
Prevents you from pursuing or reaching your educational or career goals
Controls your money and financial decisions
Makes you feel afraid 
Doesn’t accept responsibility for their actions that are hurtful toward you
Manipulates or threatens you 
Attempts to control you in different areas of your life
Puts you down
Is extremely jealous
Physically hurts you in any way

Happy, healthy, and safe relationships have no room for any form of abuse or violence.
Intimate partner violence--also known as domestic violence--happens when there is any form
of physical, sexual, emotional, verbal, psychological, and/or financial abuse between current or
former partners in an intimate relationship. Abusive partners use these forms of abuse in an
attempt to control or hold power over their partners. 
 
Intimate partner violence can occur in all types of relationships, and it crosses all demographic
groups. It truly can happen to anyone, so it is important for everyone to understand the
dynamics of abusive relationships and what to do if a relationship partner become abusive. An
abusive partner often shows some of the following warning signs:

 
If you think your partner may be abusing you, reach out to your local domestic violence agency
for help. Also, the National Domestic Violence Hotline also offers free, confidential, 24-hour
support. www.thehotline.org; 1-800-799-SAFE (7233).
 
Remember, everybody deserves to feel safe, respected, and valued in their relationships. If you
are concerned that your own or a loved one’s relationship is unsafe, seek help from a trained
professional to learn about options and resources available to support people impacted by
abuse.

UNDERSTANDING INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLENCE

25


